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As is widely known, during the tenth century, the “official history” of the rul-
ing house of the Macedonians, conventionally called Theophanes Continuatus 
(henceforth ThCont), was composed at the court of Constantine VII Porphyro-
gennetos (945-959), most probably at the behest of the emperor himself. This 
historical work – being certainly a great innovation in Byzantine historiography, 
as it employs the biographical form – covers the years 813-886, encompassing 
the reigns of five emperors, i.e. Leo V (813-820), Michael II (820-829), Theophi-
los (829-842), Michael III (842-867) (included in books I-IV respectively), and 
Basil I (867-886), the founder of the Macedonian dynasty, to whom is dedicated 
book V, the famous Vita Basilii (henceforth VB); the narrative of this last book 
acquires a clearly laudatory character.1
1 For the relevant bibliography, the reader can refer to the following works: Vita Basilii, 
ed. I. Ševčenko, Chronographiae quae Theophanis Continuati nomine fertur liber quo 
Vita Basilii Imperatoris amplectitur (CFHB, 42). Berlin/Boston 2011, 36*-55*; ThCont 
(I-IV), ed. M. Featherstone – J. Signes Codoñer, Chronographiae quae Theophanis 
Continuati nomine fertur libri I-IV (CFHB, 53). Boston/Berlin 2015, 33*-36*; Ch. Sideri, 
Νεωτερικές τάσεις στην ιστοριογραφία των Μακεδόνων: η περίπτωση της Συνέχειας Θεο-
φάνη (βιβλία α´-δ´), Athens University 2017, 397-439 (unpublished doctoral thesis). See 
also more recently J. Signes Codoñer, The author of Theophanes Continuatus I-IV and 
the Historical Excerpts of Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus, in: L. HorvÁth – E. JuhÁsz 
(eds.), Investigatio Fontium II. Griechische und lateinische Quellen mit Erläuterungen 
(Antiquitas – Byzantium – Renacentia, 30). Budapest 2017, 17-41; C. Zuckerman, Em-
peror Theophilos and Theophobos in Three Tenth-Century Chronicles. Discovering the 
“Common Source”, RÉB 75 (2017) 101-150; N. Gaul et al. (eds.), Center, Province and 
Periphery in the Age of Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos. From De Cerimoniis to De 
Administrando Imperio (Mainzer Veröffentlichungen zur Byzantinistik, 15). Wiesbaden 
2018, passim; Ch. Messis, Une lecture subversive de la Vie de Basile est-elle possible? 
Stratégies narratives et objectifs politiques à la cour de Constantin VII Porphyrogénète, in: 
Ch. Messis et al. (eds.), Storytelling in Byzantium. Narratological approaches to Byzan-
tine texts and images. Uppsala 2018, 201-222; L. Neville, Guide to Byzantine Historical 
Writing. Cambridge 2018, 101-109; cf. also Y. Stouraitis, Scriptores post Theophanem: 
Normative aspects of imperial historiography in tenth-century Byzantium, in: W. Pohl – 
D. Mahoney (eds.), Historiography and Identity IV. Writing History Across Medieval 
Eurasia (forthcoming).
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It seems that the reception of ThCont was confined to the narrow boundar-
ies of the palace. The fact that this historical composition has survived in just 
one manuscript from the eleventh century, the Vaticanus gr. 167, may attest to a 
limited circulation, though this is not definite.2 It should be noted that the later 
manuscripts in which the work has come down to us are of lesser value.3 
On the readership of ThCont, an especially noteworthy paper was published in 
2001 by S. Serventi.4 The Italian scholar examined the notes made on the Vatican 
codex by a later –though not much later– reader of ThCont and distinguished 
two different types of work. Seeking to outline a profile of the anonymous reader, 
he concludes that he may have grown up in the provinces and was not especially 
adept at grammar, while he disagrees with the views expressed previously by 
Ševčenko,5 who argued that the notes were intended for a reading in a monastic 
refectory and revealed an interest on the annotator’s part in Arabs and Lombards.
In addition to the anonymous reader of ThCont, who should be assigned to an 
era no later than the twelfth century,6 two further writers who studied the work 
are known to us, this time by name: John Skylitzes (11th c.) and John Zonaras 
(11th – 12th c.). Skylitzes, a member of the imperial court, educated in the law, 
held high offices and titles, serving as protovestiarios, proedros, eparch of Con-
stantinople, megas droungarios tes viglas and kouropalates. His magnum opus, the 
well-known Synopsis Historion, was widely read during the Byzantine period and 
2 The manuscript in question is also small in size. See A. Markopoulos, Le public des 
textes historiographiques à l’époque macédonienne. Parekbolai 5 (2015) 71; cf. G. Ca-
vallo, Lire à Byzance (Séminaires Byzantins, 1). Paris 2006, 150 as well as the following 
notes. 
3 For the textual transmission of ThCont see Vita Basilii, ed. I. Ševčenko (cited n. 1), 
14*-30*; ThCont (I-IV), ed. M. Featherstone – J. Signes Codoñer (cited n. 1), 5*-9*, 
27*-28*.
4 S. Serventi, Il Vat. gr. 167, testimone della Continuatio Theophanis, e i marginalia di un 
anonimo lettore bizantino. Aevum 75 (2001) 267-302. 
5 Ι. Ševčenko, Storia letteraria, in: La civiltà bizantina dal IX all’XI secolo (Università degli 
Studi di Bari. Centro di Studi Bizantini, Corsi di Studi, II, 1977), Bari 1978, 96 (reprinted 
with corrections as La biographie de l’ empereur Basile 1er [reprint Series No. 26], Cam-
bridge Mass.); J. Signes Codoñer, El periodo del segundo iconoclasmo en Theophanes 
Continuatus. Amsterdam 1995, XXII n. 3; Serventi, Il Vat. gr. 167 (cited n. 4), 296-299. It 
is pertinent to mention that a similar modus operandi is encountered in the Vaticanus gr. 
977; P. Schreiner (Die Historikerhandschrift Vaticanus Graecus 977: Ein Handexemplar 
zur Vorbereitung des Konstantinischen Exzerptenwerkes? JÖB 37 [1987] 1-29) argued 
that the reader of this codex was a member of the group working at this time on the Ex-
cerpta of Porphyrogennetos. This view, which Serventi rejects (Il Vat. gr. 167 [cited n. 4], 
296-297), cannot hold in the case of the Vaticanus gr. 167, either.
6 Serventi, Il Vat. gr. 167 (cited n. 4), 297. 
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used as a source in the historiography of later periods. 7 Featherstone and Signes 
Codoñer correctly point out that the limited interest in ThCont is most likely due 
to the use of Skylitzes’ work by later authors.8 Although in his famous preamble 
Skylitzes is critical of earlier historians and chroniclers,9 with the exception of 
George Synkellos and Theophanes, he nonetheless makes very extensive use of 
ThCont as a source in his own chronography. Kiapidou shed detailed light on 
the relationship between the Synopsis Historion and ThCont, whose reception by 
Skylitzes was also explored later by Featherstone and Signes Codoñer.10 It should 
be noted at this point that, particularly in his narrative relating to the reign of 
Basil I, Skylitzes makes exclusive use of ThCont, sharing its generally positive 
assessment of the Macedonian dynasty, though he does remove its overt praise 
of the emperor.11
Similarly, Zonaras,12 who came from an old aristocratic family and made 
a career as a senior administrator (megas droungarios tes viglas and protasekre-
tis) was most probably familiar with ThCont and the VB – though they did not 
7 I.-S. Kiapidou, Η Σύνοψη Ιστοριών του Ιωάννη Σκυλίτζη και οι πηγές της (811-1057). 
Συμβολή στη βυζαντινή ιστοριογραφία κατά τον ΙΑ΄ αιώνα (Μελέτες Βυζαντινής Γραμ-
ματείας, 9). Athens 2010, 28-31. On Skylitzes and his work in general see also A. Kar-
pozilos, Βυζαντινοί ιστορικοί και χρονογράφοι, III. Athens 2009, 239-330 and Neville, 
Guide (cited n. 1), 155-161, with all previous bibliography.
8 ThCont (I-IV), ed. M. Featherstone – J. Signes Codoñer (cited n. 1), 20*.
9 Skylitzes, Synopsis Historion, ed. J. Thurn, Ioannis Scylitzae Synopsis Historiarum (CFHB, 
5). Berlin 1973, prooemium 1-59 (p. 3-4). It is well known that Skylitzes alleges a lack of 
objectivity in these writers, accusing them, too, of sloppy writing, mistakes and distor-
tions of the historical truth. 
10 Kiapidou, Η Σύνοψη Ιστοριών του Ιωάννη Σκυλίτζη (cited n. 7), 65 ff., 89 ff. and pas-
sim; ThCont (I-IV), ed. M. Featherstone – J. Signes Codoñer (cited n. 1), 20*-26*. 
Similarly, Holmes has devoted a crucial part of her work on Basil II to Skylitzes’ histori-
cal composition (C. Holmes, Basil II and the governance of empire [976-1025]. Oxford 
2005, 66-239).
11 Kiapidou, Η Σύνοψη Ιστοριών του Ιωάννη Σκυλίτζη (cited n. 7), 74-75 and 79.
12 See e.g. H. Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner. I, Munich 
1978, 416-419; Karpozilos, Βυζαντινοί ιστορικοί και χρονογράφοι (cited n. 7), 465-534; 
E. Kaltsogianni, Τo αγιολογικό και ομιλητικό έργο του Ιωάννη Ζωναρά. Εισαγωγική 
μελέτη – Κριτική έκδοση (Byzantine Texts and Studies, 60). Thessaloniki 2013, 18-25; 
Th. Kampianaki, John Zonaras’ Epitome of Histories (12th cent.): A Compendium of 
Jewish-Roman History and Its Readers. Oxford University 2017 (unpublished doctoral 
thesis), passim, and very recently Ch. Mallan, The Historian John Zonaras: Some Obser-
vations on his Sources and Methods, in: O. Devillers – B.B. Sebastiani (eds.), Sources 
et modèles des historiens anciens (Scripta Antiqua, 109). Bordeaux 2018, 353-366 and 
Neville, Guide (cited n. 1), 191-199, with all previous bibliography.
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serve as a source for his work –13 since in his Epitome Historion14 he condemns 
as baseless the assertion made there that the founder of the Macedonian dynasty 
was descended from the Arsacids: … ὃς ἐκ Μακεδονίας μὲν ἦν, ἔφυ δὲ πατέρων 
ἀσήμων καὶ ἀφανῶν, εἰ καί τις τῶν τὰ περὶ αὐτοῦ ἐξιστορησάντων ἐκ τοῦ τῶν 
Ἀρσακιδῶν αὐτὸν γένους κατάγεσθαι τερατεύεται.15
In the eleventh century, however, ThCont was studied by another equally cel-
ebrated –or even better-known– writer and contemporary of Skylitzes, a highly 
controversial though attractive figure who played a particularly important role 
in Byzantine letters and politics, often behind the scenes. The scholar in ques-
tion is Michael Psellos (1018-1078)16 who, as is widely known, was involved in 
almost every intellectual question of his day and engaged with every literary 
genre;17 moreover, his philosophical works tackle topics ranging from Plato and 
Neoplatonism to Christian theology,18 while he was also anything but indiffer-
13 Kampianaki, John Zonaras’ Epitome of Histories (cited n. 12), 61-96 and passim; Mal-
lan, The Historian John Zonaras (cited n. 12), 357-360.
14 We note that, like Skylitzes, Zonaras castigates in his extensive preamble the historians 
who had come before him (John Zonaras, Epitome Historion, ed. M. Pinder, Ioannis 
Zonarae Annales, I. Bonn 1841, praefatio 4,11-9,7). See also Karpozilos, Βυζαντινοί 
ιστορικοί και χρονογράφοι (cited n. 7), 467-469.
15 John Zonaras, Epitome Historion, ed. Th. Büttner-Wobst, Ioannis Zonarae Epitomae 
Historiarum libri XIII-XVIII, III. Bonn 1897, XVI, 6, 407, 15-408, 2; cf. also Markopou-
los, Le public (cited n. 2), 70-71 and n. 82.
16 There is a wealth of literature on the death of Psellos. See, indicatively, A. Schminck, 
Zum Todesjahr des Michael Psellos. BZ 94 (2001) 190-196; A. Karpozilos, When did 
Michael Psellus die? The evidence of the Dioptra. BZ 96 (2003) 671–677; A. Kaldel-
lis, The Date of Psellos Death, Once Again: Psellos Was Not the Michael of Nikome-
dia Mentioned by Attaleiates. BZ 104 (2011) 649-661; M. Jeffreys, Psellos in 1078. 
BZ 107 (2014) 77-96; also Psellos’ Chronographia, ed. D.R. Reinsch, Michaelis Pselli 
Chronographia (Millennium-Studien, 51). Berlin/Boston 2014, XV-XVI; M. Jeffreys, 
Constantine, Nephew of Patriarch Keroularios, and his good friend Michael Psellos, in: 
M. Jeffreys – M.D. Lauxtermann (eds.), The Letters of Psellos. Cultural Networks and 
Historical Realities. Oxford 2017, 59-88, esp. 82-83. Similarly, see the corpus of abstracts 
included in the same volume 163-164 and 427, 434 (dating of letters) and passim. It is 
worth noting that Skylitzes refers to Psellos in his preamble as ὁ καθ’ ἡμᾶς ὕπατος τῶν 
φιλοσόφων καὶ ὑπέρτιμος (Skylitzes, Synopsis Historion [cited n. 9], prooemium 18-19 
[p. 3]).
17 See e.g. Ch. Barber, Living Painting, or the Limits of Pointing? Glancing at Icons with 
Michael Psellos, in: Ch. Barber – D. Jenkins (eds.), Reading Michael Psellos (The Me-
dieval Mediterranean, 61). Leiden/Boston 2006, 117-130; Ch. Barber – S. Papaioannou 
(eds.), Michael Psellos on Literature and Art. A Byzantine Perspective of Aesthetics. Notre 
Dame, Indiana 2017, passim.
18 Many of his philosophical works have come down to us; see F. Lauritzen, The depiction 
of character in the Chronographia of Michael Psellos (Byzantioς, 5). Turnhout 2013, 86 
and n. 15; cf. also id., Psellos and Plotinus. BZ 107 (2014) 711-724 and very recently id., 
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ent to medicine and the occult sciences.19 His Chronographia is one of the most 
prominent works of Byzantine literature, while his rhetorical texts20 and numer-
ous letters21 bear eloquent witness to the intellectual life of Byzantium during 
the eleventh century.22
The Chronographia is not Psellos’ only work with a historical-chronograph-
ical orientation; the Historia Syntomos shares it too.23 This is a concise chrono-
graphical work which extends from the founding of Rome to the reign of Basil 
II (976-1025), where it comes to an abrupt stop. The Chronographia, in contrast, 
is a biographically structured historical text and includes the lives of a series of 
emperors, starting with Basil II and extending to the end of the reign of Mi-
chael VII Doukas (1071-1078).24 In its surviving form, the work is divided into 
two sections, each of which was written at a different time and from a different 
perspective;25 when Psellos began to write his Chronographia during the rule of 
A lifetime with Proclos: Psellos as a reader. BZ 113 (2020) 69-80. 
19 See P. Bouras-Vallianatos, A new witness to Michael Psellos’ poem “On Medicine” 
(“De medicina”). JÖB 65 (2015) 9-12; A. Papassarantopoulou, Διάγνωση και θεραπεία 
ασθενειών στο Βυζάντιο κατά τον 11ο αιώνα. Το Πόνημα ιατρικόν του Μιχαήλ Ψελλού. 
Athens 2018 (MA dissertation); J. Duffy, Reactions of Two Byzantine Intellectuals to the 
Theory and Practice of Magic: Michael Psellos and Michael Italikos, in: H. Maguire (ed.), 
Byzantine Magic. Washington, D.C. 1995, 83-97; K. Ierodiakonou, The Greek Concept 
of Sympatheia and Its Byzantine Appropriation in Michael Psellos, in: P. Magdalino – 
M. Mavroudi (eds.), The Occult Sciences in Byzantium. Geneva 2006, 97-117. 
20 See Michael Psellus, Orationes funebres, I, ed. I. Polemis. Berlin/Boston 2014; cf. Ch. 
Angelidi, The Writing of Dreams: A Note on Psellos’ Funeral Oration for his Mother, 
in: Reading Michael Psellos (cited n. 17), 153-166. 
21 See Michael Psellus, Epistulae, I-II, ed. S. Papaioannou. Berlin/Boston 2019. Very im-
portant as well Jeffreys – Lauxtermann, The Letters of Psellos (cited n.16), passim; see 
also Psellos and the Patriarchs. Letters and Funeral Orations for Keroullarios, Leichoudes, 
and Xiphilinos, translated by A. Kaldellis – I. Polemis. Notre Dame, Indiana 2015. 
22 Cf. M. Jeffreys, Michael Psellos and the eleventh century: a double helix of reception, in: 
M.D. Lauxtermann – M. Whittow (eds.), Byzantium in the Eleventh Century. Being 
in Between. London/New York 2017, 19-31. Also very interesting F. Bernard, Authorial 
practices and competitive performance in the works of Michael Psellos, in: ibid., 32-44.
23 Psellos, Historia Syntomos, ed. W.J. Aerts, Michaelis Pselli Historia Syntomos (CFHB, 
30). Berlin/New York 1990. Despite the doubts that have been expressed on occasions 
about the paternity of this work, in his preamble Skylitzes accuses Psellos of simply hav-
ing listed the emperors, a criticism which clearly cannot be made of the Chronographia 
but is consistent with the Historia Syntomos. On the latter, see recently Neville, Guide 
(cited n. 1), 144-146, with the relevant bibliography. 
24 Psellos’ narrative comes to an abrupt halt in 1077. 
25 Psellos’ Chronographia, ed. D.R. Reinsch (cited n. 16), xvii; E. Limousin, L’ échec des 
empereurs dans la Chronographie de Michel Psellos, in: F. Bock – G. Buhrer-Thierry – 
S. Alexandre (eds.), L’ échec en politique, objet d’ histoire, Colloque de Marne-la-Vallée, 
Mai 2005. Paris 2008, 245-256. According to Karpozilos, (Βυζαντινοί ιστορικοί και 
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Isaac I Komnenos (1057-1059), he had already been honoured with the office of 
πρόεδρος τῆς συγκλήτου βουλῆς. In contrast, the second part, which makes no 
claims to any particular literary merit, starts with the reign of Constantine IX 
Monomachos (1042-1055) and is dedicated to Michael VII Doukas; this section 
was written in the closing phase of Psellos’ career as an imperial administrator, 
when his power had been countered by the eunuch Nikephoritzes.26 The Chro-
nographia exhibits the intensely personal approach which is peculiar to memoirs 
(excepting, perhaps, the biography of Basil II).27 Psellos, who, apart from being 
an eyewitness to political events, also helped shape them,28 composes impressive 
descriptions of the individuals involved which are a long way from the standard-
ized “somatopsychogrammata” of the past.29
Research has not previously noted – to our knowledge, at least – the rela-
tionship between the Chronographia and ThCont. However, at the beginning of 
the sixth book of the Chronographia, which covers the joint reign of Zoe and 
Theodora (1042) and continues on to the rule of Constantine Monomachos, we 
find the following passage: … oὐ γὰρ οἶδα εἴ τι ἕτερον γένος, ὡς τὸ περὶ ἐκείνας, 
ἠγάπηται τῷ Θεῷ. καὶ θαυμάζω κατανοῶν, ὅτι μὴ ἐννόμως αὐταῖς τῆς ῥίζης πα-
γείσης καὶ φυτευθείσης· ἀλλὰ φόνοις καὶ αἵμασιν, οὕτω τὸ φυτευθὲν ἐξηνθήκει· 
καὶ τοσαύτας προυβάλετο βλάστας, καὶ ἑκάστην μετὰ τοῦ βασιλείου καρποῦ, ὡς 
μὴ ἔχειν ἑτέρας ἀντισυγκρίναι ταύταις, οὔτε πρὸς κάλλος· οὔτε πρὸς μέγεθος.30 
The similarities with the preamble to the VB are self-evident: … τέως ἑνὸς 
βασιλέως, ἐπὶ μέγα τὸ τῆς βασιλείας κράτος ὑψώσαντος, ὃς καὶ τῆς βασιλείας 
χρονογράφοι [cited n. 7], 80 ff.) there is no discernible difference between the two parts 
of the Chronographia. 
26 Zonaras, who wrote his chronicle after he was forced to resign, probably for political 
reasons, presents us with a similar case (Karpozilos, Βυζαντινοί ιστορικοί και χρονο-
γράφοι [cited n. 7], 42-43, 87 and 466-467). 
27 See especially E. Pietsch, Die Chronographia des Michael Psellos. Kaisergeschichte, 
Autobiographie und Apologie (Serta Graeca, 20). Wiesbaden 2005, 32-65.
28 Hunger, Literatur (cited n. 12), I, 372-382; also C. Jouanno, Le corps du prince dans la 
Chronographie de Michel Psellos. Kentron 19 (2003) 205-221; M. Jeffreys, Psellos and 
‘his Emperors’: Fact, Fiction and Genre, in: R. Macrides (ed.), History as Literature in 
Byzantium (Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies, Publications, 15). Farnham 
2010, 73-91.
29 Hunger, Literatur (cited n. 12), I, 322; Ja. N. Ljubarskij, Man in Byzantine Historiogra-
phy from John Malalas to Michel Psellos. DOP 46 (1992) 177-186; id., Η προσωπικότητα 
και το έργο του Μιχαήλ Ψελλού, Athens 22004, 294-348. On the depiction of characters in 
Psellos’ Chronographia, with reference also to its philosophical and classical background, 
see Lauritzen, The depiction of character (cited n. 18), 31-78, 87-112 and 167-191. As to 
the readership of the Chronographia see D. R. Reinsch, Wer waren die Leser und Hörer 
der Chronographia des Michael Psellos? ZRVI 50 (2013) 389-398. 
30 Psellos’ Chronographia (cited n. 16), VI 1.5-11 (p. 107). 
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ἐπώνυμος ἦν καὶ μέγα ὄφελος τῇ πολιτείᾳ Ῥωμαίων ἐγένετο καὶ τοῖς πράγμα-
σιν, ἐξ ἀρχῆς καὶ μέχρις αὐτῆς τελευτῆς τὰς πράξεις καὶ τὴν ὅλην ἀγωγὴν διη-
γήσασθαι, ὡς ἂν καὶ τοῖς μετέπειτα μὴ ἀγνοῆται βασιλείου στελέχους ἐπὶ πολὺ 
τοῦ χρόνου παρεκταθέντος ἡ πρώτη πηγὴ καὶ ῥίζα, καὶ τοῖς ἐκγόνοις ἐκείνου 
οἴκοθεν εἴη ἀνεστηκὼς ὁ πρὸς ἀρετὴν κανών τε καὶ ἀνδριὰς καὶ τὸ ἀρχέτυπον 
τῆς μιμήσεως.31
Both the preamble to the VB and the passage from the Chronographia relate 
to the dream in which the mother of the founder of the Macedonian dynasty 
foresaw her son’s great future: … ἔδοξε γάρ ποτε ὄναρ ἡ μήτηρ ὁρᾶν μέγιστον ἐξ 
αὐτῆς ἀναβλαστῆσαι φυτόν, ὡς ἡ Κύρου μήτηρ εἶδεν τὴν ἄμπελον, καὶ τοῦτο ἐπὶ 
τῆς οἰκίας αὐτῆς ἑστάναι ἄνθεσί τε κομῶν καὶ καρπῷ βρῖθον, χρυσοῦν τε εἶναι 
τὸ ἀπὸ γῆς τούτου μέγα στέλεχος, καὶ τὸ κλάδος καὶ τὰ φύλλα χρυσοειδῆ.32
The terms used to describe the growth of the plant (μέγιστον … ἀναβλαστῆσαι 
φυτόν, ἄνθεσί τε κομῶν καὶ καρπῷ βρῖθον, μέγα στέλεχος, κλάδος, φύλλα) mir-
ror the content and phraseology of the Chronographia to a notable degree. At the 
same time, the connection with the prophetic dream visited on Astyages, Cyrus’ 
grandfather, which is attested to in Herodotus alone (1.108), has already been 
pointed out, along with the possibly deliberate error made by the author of the 
VB in attributing the dream to Mandane, Cyrus’ mother.33
As is clear from the passage quoted above, Psellos, a state official and member 
of the court34 who would certainly have enjoyed access to the palace library,35 
was familiar with the VB and refers to it indirectly in his Chronographia; he notes 
the divine favour reserved for the Macedonian dynasty, which was granted lon-
gevity despite the bloody manner in which its founder ascended to the throne. 
31 VB (cited n. 1), 1. 11-18 (p. 10). 
32 VB (cited n. 1), 8. 7-11 (p. 30-32).
33 G. Moravscik, Sagen und Legenden über Kaiser Basileios I. DOP 15 (1961) 88-90; A. 
Karpozilos, Βυζαντινοί ιστορικοί και χρονογράφοι, ΙΙ. Athens 2002, 337 and 341; A. 
Markopoulos, Κύρου Παιδεία και Βίος Βασιλείου. Ένας πιθανός συσχετισμός. Sym-
meikta 15 (2002) 103 and id., Οι μεταμορφώσεις της μυθολογίας του Βασιλείου Α΄, in: 
V. A. Leontaritou – K. A. Mpourdara – E. S. Papagianni (eds.), Antecessor: Festschrift 
für Spyros N. Troianos zum 80. Geburtstag. Athens 2013, 946-947, and passim.
34 On Psellos’ career, see in general, among many others, Ljubarskij, Η προσωπικότητα και 
το έργο (cited n. 29), 41-63; S. Papaioannou, Michael Psellos: Rhetoric and Authorship in 
Byzantium. Cambridge 2013, 4-13; F. Lauritzen, Psellos’ early career at court: A Secretis 
and Protoasecretis (1034-1042). VV 68 (2009) 135-143; Psellos’ Chronographia (cited n. 
16), xi-xv. Cf. also J.-C. Cheynet, L’ administration provinciale dans la correspondance 
de Michel Psellos, in: Byzantium in the Eleventh Century (cited n. 22), 45-59.
35 However, see the reservations recently expressed by N. Gaul, Culture of writing and 
books II: Books and libraries � writing and reading in Byzantium, in: Brill’s New Pauly. 
History and Culture of Byzantium, 451-457 (12.4), esp. 455.
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Psellos would seem to be alluding to Basil murdering his benefactor and prede-
cessor on the Byzantine throne Michael III and probably to Bardas’ murder, too, 
which should be viewed as part of Basil’s plan to seize power. The root source, 
the king whose influence long remained undiminished by time (ἡ πρώτη πηγὴ 
καὶ ῥίζα βασιλείου στελέχους ἐπὶ πολὺ τοῦ χρόνου παρεκταθέντος), coincides 
with Psellos’ allusion to the family roots which were planted in the ground (ἡ ῥίζα 
παγεῖσα καὶ φυτευθεῖσα); the plant blossomed out and sent forth such mighty 
shoots, each with its royal fruit (οὕτω τὸ φυτευθὲν ἐξηνθήκει· καὶ τοσαύτας 
προυβάλετο βλάστας, καὶ ἑκάστην μετὰ τοῦ βασιλείου καρποῦ), like the plant 
Basil’s mother saw in her dream taking root within her, blossoming and sending 
forth royal fruit upon trunk, branches and foliage all in gold. Psellos expresses his 
admiration for the divine love showered on the Macedonian dynasty (let us not 
forget the role which divine Providence plays in the VB, too), without concealing 
or making less of the fact that its power was established in an unlawful manner, 
with murder and bloodshed (μὴ ἐννόμως […] ἀλλὰ φόνοις καὶ αἵμασιν). Finally, 
although Psellos’ religious sentiments have been disputed,36 we should accept 
that, despite the rationalism enshrined in his work, the passage in question may 
be one of those cases in which anything that the mind is incapable of grasping 
without effort is attributed to divine Providence.37
In closing, it should be stressed that Psellos’ connection to ThCont and in 
particular the VB acquires considerable import, not only because it confirms 
once again the reading interests of the highly erudite polymath, but still more 
so because it fleshes out our picture of the readership of ThCont, backing up the 
argument made that the work in question was aimed at a narrow circle of court-
iers who also enjoyed easy access to the palace library, thanks to their position 
and high status.38
36 Regarding the views expressed generally about the authenticity and sincerity of Psellos’ 
religious convictions, see A. Kaldellis, The Argument of Psellos’ Chronographia (Stu-
dien und Texte zur Geistesgeschichte des Mittelalters, 68). Leiden/Boston/Köln 1999, 185-
197 and id., The date of Psellos’ theological lectures and higher religious education in 
Constantinople. BSl 63 (2005) 143-151. The approach which takes Psellos’ narrative –
specifically, the scene in which the young Michael IV is seduced prior to his ascension 
to the throne – to be parodic, is of particular interest; see I. Polemis, Michael Psellos 
the Novelist: Some Notes on the Story of the Empress Zoe, in: Th. Antonopoulou – 
S. Kotzabassi – M. Loukaki (eds.), Myriobiblos. Essays on Byzantine Literature and 
Culture (Byzantinisches Archiv, 29). Boston/Berlin/Munich 2015, 285-293.
37 Karpozilos, Βυζαντινοί ιστορικοί και χρονογράφοι (cited n. 7), 102-104.
38 It may not be overly daring to posit that Psellos had not studied ThCont in its entirety, 
but had read only the VB, since there are no other references to ThCont in the Chrono-
graphia. If this hypothesis is correct, it could reasonably be argued that the VB circulated 
independently of the rest of ThCont.
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Abstract
The circulation of Theophanes Continuatus, the “official history” of the ruling 
house of the Macedonians, which survived in Vaticanus gr. 167, was most prob-
ably confined to the narrow boundaries of the palace. In addition to the anony-
mous annotator of the Vatican codex, the readership of the historical work in 
question also includes two well-known scholars, John Skylitzes (11th c.) and 
John Zonaras (11-12th c.). In the eleventh century, however, another eminent 
member of the court, Michael Psellos, would also seem to have been acquainted 
with Theophanes Continuatus, and in particular its fifth book, the famous Vita 
Basilii, as a passage from his Chronographia reveals.
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